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Let our children grow tall, and some taller than others if they have it in them to 
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Preface 


Prior to 1893 the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania did not require that births occurring within the 
state be recorded. While several of the larger cities (Philadelphia, Pittsburgh, Scranton, and Erie, for 
example) had developed and been using their own systems for some time, many births in other areas of 
the state were recorded only in such things as local newspapers, church records and/or family bibles. 


The first attempt by the General Assembly of the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania to require counties 
to record births in a standardized format occurred in 1885 with passage of Act 37, An Act to establish a 
State Board of Health [and Bureau of Vital Statistics] for the better protection of life and health, and to 
prevent the spread of contagious and infectious diseases in this Commonwealth. Section seven of the 
act granted the State Board “general supervision of the registration of births, marriages, and 
deaths...and [authority] to prepare the necessary methods, forms and blanks for obtaining and 
preserving such records, and to insure the faithful registration of the same in the several counties and in 
the Central Bureau of Vital Statistics at the Capitol of the State.” 


Although Act 37 granted authority to the newly created State Board of Health to establish and 
oversee a system that would ensure the proper registration of births and transmission of records to a 
centralized location at the state Capitol, no further action occurred until 1893 with passage of Act 281, 
Ac Act To provide for the registration of births and deaths in the several counties of the Commonwealth. 
This act (section 1) placed responsibility for recording births, maintaining records, and transmitting data 
to the state Bureau of Vital Statistics on the Clerk of the Orphans’ Court of each county. The actual 
recording of data (section 2) was to be gathered by township, borough, and ward assessors under the 
direction of the Court. The act (section 1) also specified that the following information be collected: 
name, sex and color of the child, full names of father and mother, with their residence, occupation of 
the father, date and place of birth, with street and number, when possible, and the date of making the 
record. An alphabetical listing of all births was to be maintained and open, without charge, to 
inspection by physicians, clergymen, and attorneys-at-law. Parents, guardians, physicians, and other 
persons with knowledge of a birth (e.g., a midwife) were made responsible for supplying required 
information to the appropriate assessor. Section two also specified that assessors were to make semi- 
annual reports to the Orphans’ Court along with oath of due diligence and accuracy of the information 
forwarded. Persons providing false information to assessors were subject to fines of ten dollars per 
offense. Section four specified that the provisions of the act would not affect cities where a system for 
the registration of births had already been established. 


Unfortunately, Act 281 did not provide any guidelines to the Orphans’ Court to assist in the task of 
selecting assessors or specify any penalties for their non-compliance to the requirement that accurate 
and/or truthful data be submitted. In addition, literacy was not specified as a requirement for 
appointment to the position of assessor. Asa result, information supplied to the Clerk of an Orphans’ 
Court often varied wildly both in terms of accuracy and veracity from township, to borough, to ward. 
This was particularly true in Columbia County where assessors occasionally credited different women as 
being the mothers of the same set of twins. Fathers of twins were also reported as living in different 
townships at the same time. It was also not uncommon to find that the same child was reported to 
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have been born in different townships and that the same woman had given birth to children two or 
three times in a single year. 


Finally, although Act 37 passed in 1885 had created a Bureau of Vital Statistics and stipulated that 
data relating to births be transmitted to the state Capitol, Act 281 did not require that the data be 
forwarded to the Bureau. Asa result, most information collected during the years 1893 and 1905 
remained locked away in county courthouses. 


In an attempt to ensure that birth information was collected in a standardized format across the state 
as well as to mandate its delivery to Harrisburg, the General Assembly in 1905 passed Act 221, An Act to 
provide for the immediate registration of all births and deaths throughout the Commonwealth of 
Pennsylvania, by means of certificates of births and deaths, and burial or removal permits, requiring 
prompt returns to the Central Bureau of Vital Statistics...and to ensure the thorough organization and 
efficiency of the registration of vital statistics...as provided in section seven of “An Act to establish a 
State Board of Health for the better protection of life and health, and to prevent the spread of 
contagious and infectious diseases...”approved June third, eighteen hundred and eighty-five; and making 
an appropriation for establishing and maintaining such a Bureau, and providing certain penalties,” 
Approved May 1, 1905. 


Section twelve of Act 221 mandated that births be recorded and that the data relative to that birth be 
immediately transmitted to the central Bureau of Vital Statistics. Section fourteen specified that the 
following information be collected: (a) place of birth, including county, township, village or city; (b) full 
name of child, if available at time of birth; (c) sex; (d) whether single or multiple birth; (e) marital status 
of parents; (f) full name of father; (g) residence of father; (h) color or race of father; (i) birthplace of 
father’ (j) age of father at last birthday; (k) occupation of father; (I) maiden name of mother, in full; (m) 
Residence of mother; (n) color or race of mother; (0) birthplace of mother; (p) age of mother at last 
birthday; (q) occupation of mother; (r) number of children of this mother, and number of children of this 
mother still living; (s) statement of attending physician or midwife; and (t) the exact date of filing in 
office of local registrar. 


Section fourteen of the act also specified that all certificates “shall be written legibly, in unfading ink; 
and no certificate shall be held to be complete and correct that does not supply all of the items of 
information called for...or satisfactorily account for their omission.” Despite admonitions that 
information forwarded to Harrisburg be as complete and accurate as possible, certificates reaching the 
Bureau of Vital Statistics frequently contained of sorts of errors. Although the term of office for local 
registrars was, by statute, four years, holders of the office often changed at a much more rapid pace. 
Each change of office brought individuals with different levels of diligence, competence, enthusiasm, 
literacy, and handwriting skills. Even the more frequent use of the typewriter to record information did 


not stem the tide of creative spelling. 


Families having similar, but different, surnames, as well as names of foreign born parents, seemed to 
be particularly vexing for some registrars. In one not untypical case, a father’s correct surname Tilmont 
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Tilmont was spelled Tilmont, Tillman, Tilman, and Tilmond , while his wife’s given name was cited as 
Lena, Laney, Learma, Lana, and Lanie. In addition, little effort appears to have been given to verifying 
the correct form of a father’s name. Sometimes a father’s full name was given, sometimes only his 
surname and initials, and other times his surname with first and middle names inverted. For the 
purposes of this index, a diligent effort has been made to verify the correct surname of each child. 
Given names, however, have not been altered since there is no way to determine whether the form 


shown is what the parents intended. 
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Note on Sources 


Birth registration lists. Pursuant to provisions of Act 281 passed by the General Assembly in 1893 
these lists were compiled by specially appointed assessors and submitted on an annual basis to the 
county Orphans’ Court. Initially, Columbia County was divided, primarily on the basis of population, 
into forty-seven different townships, wards and boroughs. By 1905, the list of areas reporting births had 
grown to fifty. In 1893, most assessors submitted their reports in December. From 1894 to 1905, 
however, the lists were usually, though not always, submitted in mid-May. Births reported to the 
assessors after the filing date usually appeared on the report submitted the following year. 


Births were listed on the registration sheets in chronological order as data was received and 
contained the date the information was recorded, name of the child, sex, color, name of father, name 
of mother, residence, occupation of father, date of birth, and place of birth. Although some assessors 
diligently executed their responsibilities under the provisions of Act 281, others seemed less than fully 
motivated to fulfill the Act’s requirement that they verify the accuracy of the data they received. In 
many instances, they failed to record either the father’s full name or mother’s maiden name. The given 
names of father were often noted only by initials or by having first and middle names reversed. 
Likewise, as noted in the Guide to Data Categories, a mother’s given name was often listed in a variety 
of shortened versions (e.g., Catherine became Cat, Cathy, Katie, Kate, or Catharine, or simply “Mrs. So- 
and-so.”). 


Despite their shortcomings, the assessor registration lists are the primary source for data relating to 
births occurring between 1893 and 1905. They contain the most detailed information regarding 
residence of parents and date and place of birth. Much of this detail was omitted when data was 
transferred to the card file maintained by the Orphans’ Court. 


Orphans’ Court card file. Section 1 of Act 281 provided that all information relating to births collected 
be deposited with the county Orphans’ Court and that an “alphabetically indexed” master file be 
maintained and made available free-of-charge to attorneys, physicians, and members of the clergy. 
Often, however, the information that ultimately found its way into the alphabetical index was in 
variance to what had actually been deposited. Asa result, a not a few discrepancies exist between the 
assessor lists and the card file. These differences generally fall into three major categories: names, 


place of birth, and assessor location. 


Names: Many children had not been given names at the time the notice of their birth had been given 
to the assessors. Later, after names had been selected, the card file was altered to reflect the change. 
In addition, names were occasionally changed legally and this information was also entered onto the 
person’s card. Place of birth: assessor lists almost always cite actual place of birth (street addresses in 
larger communities; villages or commonly used names in rural areas), while the Orphans’ Court card file 
generally only cites town or township in which birth occurred. Assessor location: assessor locations are 
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identified with complete name of township, ward or borough, while the Orphans’ Court card file 
frequently only identified towns or township without a breakdown as to the exact district of record. 


Because the two sources often vary with respect to the information contained in them both should 
be used concurrently in order to obtain the most complete information possible. 


While both the assessor lists and Orphans” Court card file were used to compile the present index, 
primary reliance was placed on the Orphans’ Court card file because of the difficulty of recognizing 
variations in the names of fathers and mothers as entered on the various assessor lists. 


Location of Sources: The original assessor registration lists (ARL) are located at the Columbia County 
Historical and Genealogical Society (CCHGS), second floor, Bloomsburg Public Library, 225 Market Street, 
Bloomsburg, Pennsylvania 17815. Copies of the ARL are located at the Harvey A. Andruss Library (HAAL) 
of Bloomsburg University. The original Orphan’s Court card file is located at the Office of the 
Prothonotary, Columbia County; microfilm copies card file can be found at the CCHGS and the HAAL. 





Guide To Interpreting Data Categories 


Name of Child 


The spelling of surnames on the Assessor registration lists and the Orphans‘ Court card 
index occasionally varies. This is particularly true with families having similar sounding 
surnames (e.g., Dietterich, Deitterick, Dietterick, Dietrick, Deitrich) and those having foreign 
names. An effort has been made to establish the correct form of the name, with see 
references cited for alternative spellings. However, because of the wide variance in 
recording surnames, users of the index are encouraged to examine all possible variant 
spellings. 


Given names are cited as they appear on assessor lists and/or card index since it is not 
known whether parents intended this to be the correct spelling. If the given name varies 
on the two sources, the most complete form is cited. If the child was stillborn or unnamed 
at the time of registration, the surname is followed by dashes (e.g., Welliver, ---------- ). 
sex 


M (Male), F (Female), U (Undetermined, primarily stillborns) 


Color 





W (white), N (African-American), U (Undetermined, primarily premature stillborns) 
Name of Father 


Little effort was apparently made by assessors to ascertain a father’s full name. Given 
names are recorded in a variety of ways (full name, abbreviations, “nicknames,” initials, first 
and middle names reversed). Both surnames and given names occasionally vary on assessor 
lists. In addition, when birth information from the assessor lists was transferred to the 
Orphan Court card file typists frequently deviated from what was on the original list. In 
order to maximize the potential for retrieval, all variant forms of a name have been 
standardized and converted to the fullest name discovered. 


Name of Mother 


Despite the provision of Act 281 requiring proper identification of mothers, names were 
recorded in a variety of ways. Maiden names were rarely, if ever, recorded. Given names 
were frequently shortened or abbreviated, or replaced by nicknames. Elizabeth, for 





example, might appear as Eliza, Lizzie, Liz, or Beth; and Catherine, as Catharine, Cat, Katie, 
Kate, Kathy, or Cathy. In one typical case, Lena, the wife of Joseph Tilmont, was identified 
five different ways over the course of ten years by the same assessor in the southwest 
district of Conyngham Township. In addition, in many cases, mothers were merely 
recorded as being “Mrs. So-and-so.” As with fathers, whenever possible, all variant forms 
of a name have been standardized and converted to the fullest name ascertained. 


Residence 


Indicates place where family lived at the time of birth, not necessarily the place of birth. 
Generally, assessor lists give more exact information regarding place of birth. For example, 
street addresses are cited if birth occurred in Berwick, Bloomsburg, Millville, or Centralia; 
and name of village or other commonly used name, if ina rural area. The Orphan Court 
card file usually only cites town or township. If exact place of birth is needed, assessor list 
should be consulted. 


Occupation of Father 


Although a wide variety of occupations are cited, the most frequently noted are farmer 
or laborer. 


Date of Birth 


Year-Month-Day. In afew cases where the date of birth has been omitted, the date 
(year) the assessor filed his report with the Orphans’ Court has been used. 


Assessor Location 


Name of township, ward, or borough in which assessor worked. A list of these locations 
follows this Guide. Data placed on Orphans’ Court card file was often abbreviated. The 
Berwick South West District, for example, may only appear on the card as Berwick. Asa 
result, the original assessor registration lists for all of the various Berwick districts submitted 
in a given year must be examined if the exact location of a birth is desired. 


Source Year 


Year in which assessor filed his report with Orphans’ Court. In 1893 all lists were filed in 
December. From 1894-1905 assessor reports were usually filed in mid-May. Births 
occurring after the May report were reported to the Orphans’ Court with following May. 
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Township, Borough and Ward Assessor Registration Lists Used in 
Preparation of Index to Columbia County Births, 1893-1905 


Beaver Township 

Benton Borough 

Benton Township 

Berwick North East District 
Berwick North West District 
Berwick South East District 
Berwick South West District 
Berwick, West, Borough 
Bloomsburg First District 
Bloomsburg Second District 
Bloomsburg Third District 
Bloomsburg Fourth District 

Briar Creek Township East 

Briar Creek Township West 
Catawissa Borough 

Catawissa Township 

Centre Township 

Cleveland Township 

Conyngham Township North East 
Conyngham Township South East 
Conyngham Township South West 
Conyngham Township West North 
Conyngham Township West No. 1 
Conyngham Township West No. 2 


Fishing Creek Township East 
Fishing Creek Township West 
Franklin Township 
Greenwood Township East 
Greenwood Township West 
Hemlock Township 

Jackson Township 

Locust Township 

Madison Township 

Main Township 

Mifflin Township 

Millville Borough 

Montour Township 

Mt. Pleasant Township 
Orange Township 
Orangeville Borough 

Pine Township North 

Pine Township South 
Roaring Creek Township 
Scott Township East 

Scott Township West 
Stillwater Borough 
Sugarloaf Township North 
Sugarloaf Township South 
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LAWS OF PENNSYLVANIA. 


shall make them liable to be removed from office by the 


court of quarter sessions of the county in which the 
achools are located, npon complaint made to the court, 
under oath or affirmation, of not less than five taxable 
citizens resicent in the school digstrict' in which the 
school is located. 
ArproyEp—The 6th day of June, A. D, 1898. 
ROBT. Ei. PATTISON. 


No. 280. 
AN AOD 


To abolish all {eas and commissions now ullowad and roasived by 
the treasurer of any cotinty, co-oxtensiye in boundary with a 

' city of the first claas, for serviced randarad in tho ragelpl, collec- 
Hon, payment and disbursement of revonyey on behunlf of (hig 
Common wealth. 


Snotion 1. Le tt enacted, dc., That all fees and com- 
missions now allowed, received or collectible by the 
treasurer of any county, co-extensive in boundary with a 
city of the first class, for service rendered by him in the 
receipt, collection, payment and disbursement of rave- 
nues far or on behalf of this Commonwealth, be and the 
same are hereby repezled and. abolished. 

Snotton 2. That all laws or parta of laws inconsistent 
herewith be and the same are hereby repealed. 

Approyin—The 6th day of June, A D, 1893. 

ROBT. BE. PATTISON. 


No, 281, 
AN AOT 


Yo provide for the ragistration of birthy and desthas in the several 
countiog of the Commonwealth. 


Sxorion 1. Be rt enacted, cbc., That it shall be the duty 
of the clerk of the orphans’ court of each county of the 
Commonwealth to keep a separate record of all birtha 
and of all deaths occurring within their respective coun- 
ties. Said rocord shall be kept from data and in suitable 
books, both to be furnished as hereinatter provided, and 
shall contain in separate columns as to births, the full 
name of the child, sex and color, tnll names of father and 
mother, with their residence and ocenpation of the father, 
date and place of birth, with street and number, when 
possible, and dateof making the record; and as to deaths, 
the full name of the deceased, color, sex and ago, whether 
married or single, place of birth, occupation, date and 
placa of death, with street and number, when possible, 
cange of death, duration of last U]ness, placa and dato of 
interment. When a minor, tho name of the father and 
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SESSION OF 1293, 


mother, and the date of making the record. Said record 
shall ba alphabetically indexed and shall be open at all 
times to the inspection of physicians, clergymen and at- 
torneys-at-law, without charge. 

Suotton 2. It shall be the duty of the assessors of the 
geveral townships, boroughs and wards within the Oom- 
monwealth to obtain, semi-annually, at the time of mak- 
ing their assessments now provided by law, and it shall 
be the duty of parents, guardians and other persons hay- 
ing knowledge to furnish to such assessors, the informa- 
tion necessary to keep the record specified in the preced- 
ing section. Said assessors shall return said information 
to the clerk of the orphans’ court, upon blanks to be fur- 
nished as hereinafter provided, at the time of making 
their semi-annual returns to thea county commissioners, 
and to each return shall be attached the oath or affirma- 
tion of the asgessor that he made diligent inqniry as to 
the births, deaths and other information herein referred 
to, within his ward, borough or township, and that his 
return is true to the best of his knowledge, information 
and belief. 

Snorion 3. It shall be the duty of the county commis- 
sioners to furnish to the clerk of the orphans’ court in 
their respactive counties suitable books in which to keep 
tha record herein provided for, and to furnish to the as- 
sessors of the several wards, boroughs and townships 
appropriate blanks upon which to enter the information 
necessary to make gaid record. 

Srorton 4. The fees to be allowed for services rendered 
pursuant, to the provisions of this act shall be as follows: 
The clerk of the orphans’ court shall receive for making 
the record of each birth and aach death, with all other 
information referred to in section one hereof, the sum of 
five cents, to be paid out of the connty funds; for fur- 
nishing a certified copy of the record of each birth or 
death, the sum of fifty cents, to be paid by the party ap- 

lying therefor; for making search for each birth or 
Death where a certified copy is not required, the sum of 
ton cents, to be paid by the party applying therefor. 
The assessors shall receive for-each birth and for each 
- death returned as provided by the second section hereof, 
the sum of five cents, to be paid out of the county funds 
upon a certificate given under the hand and seal of office 
at said ¢lerlk as to tha number of births snd deaths re- 
turned. 

Skorton 5. 
vided for, or duly certified copies of the same, shall be 
prima facie evidences of all matters therein contained and 
sha]l be admissible in all judicial praceedings. 

Snerron 6. Every person who shal] violate any of the 

rovisions of this aci shall forfeit and pay the sum of ten 
flgllens for each offense, to he recovered in the name of 
the Commouwealth as debts of like amount are by law 
recoverable: Prowded, That the provisions of this act 


The record of births and deaths herein pro-- 
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LAWS OF PENNSYLVANIA, 


shall not affect cities where a system for the registration 
of births and deaths has already been established. 
SEoTIoN 7. All laws or parts of laws inconsistent here- 
with be and the same are hereby repealed, : 
Approvep—The Gth day of June, A. D. 1893. 
ROBT. HE, PATTISON. 


No, 282. 
AN AOT 


Authorizing and yseulating the taking, use and oocupanoy of certain 
public burial placas, under oertain cireamstances, for purposes of 
comman school education. 


Suorion 1. Le tt enacted, cée., That whenever the board 
of directors or controllers of any school district in this 
Oommonwealth shall deem it desirable tio oceupy for pur- 
poses of common school education any ground therein 
ugec, as a public burial place, or conveyed in foe to a 
municipal corporation to be kept as a public burial place, 
such board may, by resolution passed by the affirmative 
yote of at least four-fifths of all the members thereof, and 
duly entered on the minutes, declare its intention to tale, 
uge and occupy thesame for tha purposes aforesaid, desig- 
nating the same in said resolution by metes and bounds: 
Provided, No more than one-half acro of ground shall at 
any one time beso taken, used or ocoupied: And provided, 
This act shall not apply to burial grounds of religious 
societies, churches or congregations, or of private corpora- 
tions or associations, nor to portions thereof devoted to 
public use or the burial of the poor, nor to burial srounds 
on, or connected with almshouss properties. 

Snorton 2. After the passage of said resolution, the 
court of common pleas ak the proper county shall, on ap- © 
plication of said board through its president, appoint 
three discreet citizens of the county in which said school 


district is located as yiewers to view and ascertain the 


damages done, and likely to be done, by reagon of such 
takine, use and occupancy, and shall appoint a time, not 
less than thirty nor more than sixty days thereafter, for 
said yiewers to meet at or upon the premises so to be 
taken, used and occupied, of which time and place notice 
shall be given by said board of said viewera and to all 
parties interested, by publication for four successive 
weeks prior to the day of meeting, in not more than four 
nor less than two newspapers published in said county. 
The said yiewers or a two of them having been first 
duly sworn or affirmed faithfully, justly and impartially 
to decide and a true report to male concerning all matters 
and things submitted to them, and im relation to which 
they ara authorized by law to inquire, and having viewed 
the premises shall establish and determine the quantity 
of said land so to be taken, used and occupied for the pur- 
pores aforesaid, and after haying made a fair and just 
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